Gosta Bjorling 1912-2012
by Harald Henrysson

Gosta and Jussi Bjorling as Ruiz and Manrico
in II trovatore

Giista Bjiirling as the Duke in Rigoletto

his year is the 100th anniversary of
Gosta Bjorling's birth-a talented
tenor who would most likely be better
known ifhe hadn't lived in the shadow of
his still more talented brother Jussi. David
Bjorling's third son (christened Karl Gustav)
was born on 21 September 1912, while his
father David was touring with an opera and
operetta company. Since Gtista had the same
career as a singing prodigy as his brothers
Olle and Jussi, his first concert with them on
12 December 1915 in Orebro took place a
few months after he had turned three! During the early years of the quartet, Olle and
Gtista were more noted by the reviewers than
Jussi, and Gtista especially for the dramatic
conviction in his performance. In 1930, he
began his studies at the Conservatory of the
Royal Academy of Music in Stockholm, and

graduated as a music teacher in 1934. In
Spring of 1935, he went to Milan for singing
studies with Fernando Carpi. He was offered
an engagement at the Royal Opera already in
June 1936 but declined because he wanted to
continue his studies in Rome under maestro
Marcantoni. The same summer, he married
a Norwegian singer whom he had met in
Milan, Heddy Petersen.
Gosta Bjiirling was offered engagement in Italy, but returned to Sweden in
January 1937. That year he was heard in
concert in Stockholm, but his opera debut
would take place at Stora Teatern (Grand
Theater) in Gothenburg. There he appeared
first on 15 October 1937 in the title role of
Henri Rabaud's opera Marouf Gosta, as a
shoemaker in Cairo, sang opposite his wife
Heddy. His first reviews were very favorable;
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his youthful timbre, expressive singing and
acting were praised. On 6 December 1937,
Gtista Bjiirling's second role in Gothenburg
was Arrigo in Verdi's Vespri Siciliani, in its
Scandinavian premiere. Both acting and
singing were praised again, but there were
also complaints that his voice did not quite
carry over the orchestra. Gtista's last role in
Gothenburg, in February 1938, was in the
French operetta Les cloches de Corneville by
Robert Planquette.
After further studies in Italy, Gosta
Bjiirling's Royal Opera debut took place on
4 September 1940, in one ofJussi's favorite
roles: Rodolfo in La boheme. He was bothered by a cold, but reviewers were uniformly
very positive. Composer-critic Kurt Atterberg
claimed that he first thought he heard Jussi
himself: "timbre, culture and musicality"
were similar, and he found Gtista's articulation even better than his brother's. During
the two following years, Gosta took up two of
the roles Jussi had abandoned long ago: Lyonel in Martha and Almaviva in Barbiere di
Siviglia. Beginning in 1942, Gosta often partnered Jussi during his guest performances in
Rigoletto (Borsa) and Trovatore (Ruiz), and
when in 1951 Jussi took on Manon Lescaut in
Stockholm, Gosta was the Dancing Master.
In 1943, Gosta Bjorling had a small
film role as an opera singer. In September
1945, his book Jussi, "the Book about My Big
Brother" was published a few weeks before
Jussi's own autobiography.
On 7 April 1949, 36 years old, Gosta
took on Jussi's debut role Don Ottavio, with
Birgit Nilsson as Donna Anna. In July 1950,
he married for the second time. His wife,
Bette Wermine, was a Swedish-American
alto, who had in 1947 made a successful
debut in Stockholm as Arnneris. They had
no children, and after Gtista's death, she
returned to the US.
Only after 12 years at the Royal Opera,
in November 1952, Giista Bjorling appeared
as the Duke in Rigoletto. The Svenska Dagbladet review pointed out that he had mostly
been used in buffo tenor roles, excellently
performed, but since his voice character
was basically lyric, he should also be given
such roles. The comparison with Jussi was

inevitable-with striking similarity both
in timbre and appearance-and therefore
Gosta's success in asserting himself as an
independent artistic personality of his own
was found remarkable. Stressing the hectic
element in the Duke's hunt for pleasure, he
sang with dramatic feeling in his delivery
and great musicality, though there could be
some strain on top notes. Also the last of
Jussi's famous roles that Gosta took on in
Stockholm, Turiddu in Cavalleria rusticana
in January 1954, was positively received.
On 9 October 1957, Gosta Bjorling
was on his way to a guest performance in
Helsinki when he fainted at the airport. A
brain hemorrhage ended his life a few hours
later, only 45 years old. He was buried at
Stora Tuna churchyard, in the same grave
as later his brother Olle, and near the place
where three years later Jussi would get his
last resting-place.
Gosta Bjorling's vast repertoire comprised about 60 roles. Further examples are
Nemorino in Elisir d'amore, Fenton in Die
lustigen Weiher von Windsor, Va~ek in Bartered Bride, Pedrillo in Entfa.hrung, Basilio
in Nozze di Figaro, Missail in Boris Godunov
and Goro in Butterfly. He performed at least
three Wagner roles: David in Meistersinger
and Loge and Mime in the Ring. Among
his last roles were in 1957 the Madman in
Wozzeck and, at the Drottningholm Court
Theatre, Pedro in de Falla's El retablo de
maese Pedro. Gosta Bjorling also appeared
frequently in operettas.
Gosta Bjorling left behind about two
dozen gramophone recordings, among which
only one opera aria, but his voice is also
preserved in the Swedish Radio archive. A
new CD, available from JBS-USA, includes
13 songs and his main numbers from a
Rigoletto performance. ■

Jussi Bjorling Society-USA 2013 Membership Form
To join JBS-USA or renew your membership now for 2013, please use this form, or a copy.
Individual membership contribution is $35; family membership $50.
Your name (s): _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ __ _ _ _ _ __
Mailing address: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ _ __ _ _ _ __ _ _ __
Telephone number: _ __ __ _ _ _ _ _ __ __ __ _ _ _ _ __
Email address: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ __ _
Email policy

Members' names and email addresses will be made available to Jussi Bjorling SocietyUSA members who elect to be included on the list. The purpose of the list is to permit
members to communicate with each other; this information will not be made available
for marketing or any other purposes. If you wish to be included on the email list, please
check the Opt-In Box.DI hereby opt in to the distributed email address list.
$,_ __ _ _ __

Student membership: $10 a year:

Name of school & location _ _ __ _ _ __ _ _ _ _ __
2013 membership contribution

$._ __ _ __ __

Additional contribution to help our work

$_ __ _ __ __

Your total contribution

$_ _ _ _ _ _ __

Please make out your mail check or money order TO: JBS-USA, and mail to:
Mr. Allan Buchalter
2514)odyCourt
N.Bellmore,NY 11710-1921
abjbsusa@gmail.com
Notes:

• Checks are most efficient for us.
• You may also remit payment via PayPal to: payments@jussibjorlingsociety.org
• May we suggest that you consider a Lifetime Membership contribution of $1,000.
If you wish to discuss this or any other membership issue, please contact any one of
these JBS Board members, as follows:
Walter Rudolph, President
Michael Mayer, Treasurer
Allan Buchalter, Membership

codyite@gmail.com
mjamayer@gmail.com
abjbsusa@gmail.com

Renewals due beginning of each year.
Thank you for keeping your membership current.
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